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CHIPPEWA-CREE CHILDREN PARTICIPATE
IN NATIONALLY SIGNIFICANT MENTAL HEALTH PROJECT
MISSOULA—
A historic mental health partnership between the Chippewa-Cree Tribe on the Rocky
Boy Reservation, the National Child Traumatic Stress Network and The University of Montana
is showing positive results with children.
School counselors in Rocky Boy and Box Elder are working with members of UM’s
Montana Center for the Investigation and Treatment of Childhood Trauma to help children
who have experienced traumatic events in their lives and exhibit signs of post-traumatic stress
disorder. Initial results from the first two years of the project suggest promising gains.
Tribal chair John “Chance” Houle said, “These findings are important and are a
testament to the strength and resolve of the Chippewa-Cree children. ”
A key aspect of the project is the use of a school-based mental health tool known as
Cognitive Behavioral Intervention for Trauma in Schools. The Journal of the American
Medical Association reported CBITS was effective in helping traumatized inner-city youth.
However, it has never been used in rural communities or Indian country.
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Aaron Morsette, a trauma intervention specialist at UM, recently analyzed data from
the CBITS program. Morsette’s work was recognized last week when his analysis was
approved as his master’s thesis in clinical psychology.
In summer 2004, the CBITS developers and University personnel shared information
on pediatric symptoms and treatment of PTSD with Rocky Boy school personnel. Morsette
reviewed data from the two Rocky Boy school districts after the program was completed. With
parental permission, teachers and counselors initially recommended that a group of middle
school students be screened for PTSD symptoms.
The screening indicated that 14 percent of the children had clinically significant levels
of post-traumatic and depressive symptoms. These symptoms included an inability to
concentrate, intrusive frightening memories, nightmares, feelings of sadness and worry, and
low self-esteem.
Following the completion of the 10-week CBITS programs, three out of four children in
the CBITS groups reported that they were better able to concentrate and no longer felt sad. Their
test scores showed significant decreases in depression and PTSD symptoms.
Rick van den Pol, director of the Montana Center for the Investigation and Treatment
of Childhood Trauma agrees that the results are promising.
“PTSD used to be thought of as an adults-only issue, but it also can affect children
powerfully,” van den Pol said. “We need to understand better how to help the 25 percent of
these kids who did not show such positive gains.”
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Individual counseling could make the difference because CBITS uses a group-based
approach. “Or it may be that these kids would benefit from working more with traditional
healers from the community,” he said.
Morsette said, “As a tribal member I find these early results not only convincing but
very exciting.” He feels the focus of the project is very important. “If depression and PTSD
are left untreated, they can have a detrimental impact on students’ school work, as well as their
social and family lives.”
“I was honored to serve as a member of Mr. Morsette’s graduate committee, which
voted unanimously in favor of his analysis of CBITS,” van den Pol said. “I am equally excited
that the Rocky Boy Tribal Council has invited us to attend their December council meeting.
We look forward to discussing the issue of PTSD in children and to having Aaron present his
thesis findings there.”
Morsette and van den Pol feel that a large part of CBITS success is attributable to the
cultural responsiveness of project staff. Debra Klemann, the Rocky Boy school counselor, said
“Establishing relationships and trust is paramount in being effective in a rural reservation
setting. For me, this has meant being respectful of the Native American culture, knowing
when to listen, and always following through with my intentions.”
Kevin Barsotti, a counselor at Box Elder schools, also agreed that the program is
working. “Our students report that they are getting healthier as they go through the CBITS
training,” he said.
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Cultural sensitivity has been an important aspect of the grant’s success. “It was our
goal from the beginning to respond to the needs of the Chippewa Cree people, rather than
assume we knew what was best for the community, ” van den Pol said.
Through the first two years of the four-year project, the team has needed to modify
CBITS to make it more appropriate for a rural, reservation community. For instance, CBITS
has an example that references the heroism and bravery of Christopher Columbus. For many
American Indians, Columbus is an infamous figure. The group modified the lesson to include a
Native hero instead.
In addition to school teachers and counselors, the project has invited community
participation in training and has worked with immediate extended families. Morsette feels that
including elders into the trainings has been very important.
“It was nice to blend a western mental health education program with the traditional
and spiritual aspects of my Native American culture,” he said.
As a result of these findings, project members have received invitations from other
tribal communities and are expanding to the Blackfeet and Flathead reservations. In addition to
the programs expansion, CBITS will continue to be implemented in the Rocky Boy schools.
Project members agree that tribal support for the project and its expansion has been
vital. “It is important that community leaders feel ownership of evidence-based programs that
can help their kids. In the long run, that is the whole point of this partnership,” van den Pol
said.
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The project is funded by a $1.6 million federal grant from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration. The grant work also stems from UM’s Montana Safe Schools Project,
which has received significant interest and support from U.S. Sen. Conrad Burns, R-Mont.
“The federal government and the Montana delegation have been extremely supportive
of our goal to encourage local ownership of services that help kids achieve in school and
succeed in life,” van den Pol said.
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